Although previous research has demonstrated increased relationship distress and separation for cohabiting couples, little is known about specific problems cohabiting individuals encounter in comparison to dating and married individuals. This study examines open-ended reports of 1,252 individuals' (220 dating, 231 cohabiting, and 801 married) relationship concerns using a detailed, reliable coding system. The top 5 areas considered most problematic by cohabiting individuals were problems in specific areas of their current relationship, individual problems, general communication, arguments, and emotional affection-distance. Dating and cohabiting individuals reported similar frequencies of global problems except that cohabiting individuals reported more problems with arguments and fewer problems with relationship commitment. Married and cohabiting individuals had more differences in their reports of relationship concerns; results suggested that cohabiting relationships tended to be both more vibrant and more volatile than marital relationships. However, most differences between relationship types were no longer significant after controlling for individuals' relationship and demographic characteristics.
Cohabitation is becoming increasingly common; in the United States, an estimated 50% (Bumpass & Lu, 2000) to more than 60% of couples live together before getting married. Despite the increasing prevalence of cohabitation and its link to relationship risks, not enough is known about cohabitation and its relation to dating and marriage. There is much discussion on whether cohabitation is "primarily a precursor to marriage, similar to marriage, or distinct from marriage, or similar to or distinct from being single" (Stafford, Kline, & Rankin, 2004, p. 232 ). On one hand, similar to marriage, cohabitation involves established patterns of behavior, shared living quarters, and, for a substantial number of couples, having a child (Brown & Booth, 1996) . On the other hand, cohabiting couples are seen as having less commitment and greater individual autonomy (Forste & Tanfer, 1996; Newcomb, 1986; Nock, 1995) . In the United States, cohabiting couples also do not share the same legal status as married couples. Indeed, currently cohabiting couples are more likely to end their relationships (before marriage) than are married couples. Additionally, cohabiting couples who do go on to marry are more likely to divorce than those who did not cohabit before marriage (Bumpass & Sweet, 1989; Kamp Dush, Cohan, & Amato, 2003; Lillard, Brien, & Waite, 1995; Teachman & Polonko, 1990) . In contrast to the growing literature on the differences and similarities between cohabiting and married couples, there are virtually no studies comparing dating and cohabiting couples.
The literature to date on how dating, cohabiting, and married individuals differ has focused on a limited number of areas such as disagreement, intimate partner violence, mental health status, parenting, sex, and commitment. Furthermore, the existing literature has primarily focused on the comparison between cohabitation and marriage rather than including a comparison of cohabitation and dating. We review this literature below and then suggest important ways in which it can be expanded.
Research has yielded mixed findings on whether cohabiting couples have higher rates of disagreement than do married couples (Brown & Booth, 1996; Nock, 1995; Skinner, Bahr, Crane, & Call, 2002; Stafford et al., 2004) , with most studies indicating that there is no difference between the two groups' rates of disagreement after a number of variables are controlled. Specifically, after controlling for various demographic and relationship variables, there were no significant differences between cohabiting and married couples in the frequency of disagreements in the past year in the areas of household tasks, money, time spent together, sex, whether to have children, and in-laws (Nock, 1995) ; the number of couples who argue heatedly (Stafford et al., 2004) ; and the perceived levels of open disagreements (Skinner et al., 2002) . In contrast, a fourth study that also controlled for demographic and relationship variables found that cohabiting individuals experienced a greater overall frequency of disagreement than married individuals in the areas of money, time together, household tasks, sex, and planning for a child (Brown & Booth, 1996) . However, comparison among studies is difficult because the studies used different definitions of disagreements and arguments.
Intimate partner violence is more common and more severe in cohabiting couples than in both dating and married couples (e.g., Brownridge & Halli, 2000; Kline et al., 2004; Stets & Straus, 1989) . As compared with married women, cohabiting women were approximately three times more likely to report being the victim of domestic violence and twice as likely to report being the perpetrator of that violence (Kessler, Molnar, Feurer, & Appelbaum, 2001) . After controlling for age, education, and occupation, cohabiting couples still had the highest assault rate, followed by dating and then married couples (Stets & Straus, 1989) . However, when differences in demographic and social factors (social support and social control) were accounted for, cohabiting and married couples reported similar rates of aggression (Stets, 1991) . This result suggests that cohabiting couples' higher rates of aggression may be partially spurious and/or indirect (Stets, 1991) .
Moreover, most (Brown, 2000; Brown, Bulanda, & Lee, 2005; Marcussen, 2005; Stafford et al., 2004) , but not all (Horwitz & White, 1998) , studies have suggested that cohabiting individuals have more depressive symptoms than do married individuals. Brown et al. (2005) showed that cohabiting individuals had more depressive symptoms than married individuals after controlling for economic resources, social support, and physical health. Additionally, Murcussen (2005) showed that remaining differences in depression between cohabiting and married individuals could be explained by differences in coping resources and relationship quality. In addition to depressive symptoms, cohabiting individuals, especially men, experience more problems with alcohol than do married and single individuals (Horwitz & White, 1998; Marcussen, 2005) . These differences in alcohol problems persisted even after controlling for prior levels of alcohol problems, unconventionality, relationship characteristics, and demographic characteristics (Horwitz & White, 1998) and for socioeconomic factors, social resources, relationship commitment, and relationship stability (Marcussen, 2005) . Another study (Kamp Dush & Amato, 2005) also showed that married individuals reported the highest level of subjective wellbeing, followed by cohabiting individuals, then by dating individuals. Combined, these results suggest that cohabiters may experience more problems with mental health issues than do married individuals.
There is limited research examining how parenting differs across married and cohabiting families. A recent study that examined the effect of family structure and parenting in low-income families (Gibson-Davis, 2008) found that cohabiting and married mothers and fathers were statistically indistinguishable on positive engagement, spanking, and instrumental support. Paternal parenting outcomes were equivalent for cohabiting and married fathers. However, paternal parenting behaviors were affected when the father maintains a separate household.
Examinations of sexual frequency differences between cohabiting and married individuals revealed that cohabiting individuals reported somewhat more frequent sex than married individuals, but the difference in frequency of sex was not significant. However, married men but not married women were more likely than cohabiting and dating individuals to report that they were extremely satisfied with the physical nature of their sexual relationship (Waite, 1995) . Moreover, both married men and women were more likely than cohabiting and dating individuals to report that they were extremely satisfied with the emotional aspects of their sex lives (Waite, 1995; Waite & Joyner, 2001) .
Finally, cohabiting couples have been found to report less commitment to their relationship and greater individual autonomy (e.g., Forste & Tanfer, 1996; Newcomb, 1986; Nock, 1995) . Indeed, a large-scale random sample of engaged, married, and cohabiting individuals demonstrated that premarital and nonmarital cohabitation were associated with lower levels of interpersonal commitment . Additionally, cohabiting individuals were less sexually exclusive with their partner than were married individuals and more similar to dating individuals in their sexual exclusivity (Forste & Tanfer) .
Unfortunately, the vast number of research studies on cohabitation have involved large quantitative surveys that, although having the advantage of asking questions of many different types of people, place important constraints on the richness of questions that can be asked. In particular, questions in large-scale surveys are typically closed-ended (often yes-no or Likert-type scale questions) and focused on narrow issues determined before the survey is conducted. This reliance on quantitative questionnaires is problematic for three reasons. First, the literature on cohabitation is relatively new and undeveloped; therefore, qualitative research is necessary to first gather needed information to develop subsequent theories and structured questionnaires. Although the previous quantitative surveys have been excellent for testing a priori hypotheses about behaviors and attitudes or moderators of constructs of interest, they do not generally provide qualitative data from which new, broader theories can be generated. Second, compounding the limited knowledge base on cohabiting couples, most studies of cohabitation have used extremely short measures (e.g., three to five items) to assess relationship problems, which likely do not adequately tap the universe of relationship problems. As such, these studies are unlikely to reveal problems or group differences that were not hypothesized. Open-ended reports, however, allow participants to report on an infinite number of possible relationship problems and are not restricted by a limited theoretical or empirical knowledge base. Notably, with the exception of commitment, the literature to date has focused more on the presence of negative aspects of relationships (e.g., how often arguments occur) rather than the absence of positive aspects of relationships (e.g., how often affection is displayed). In contrast, in qualitative studies, participants were free to describe both the presence of negative aspects and the absence of positive aspects in their relationship. Finally, the use of structured questionnaires may serve to suggest problems that people would not otherwise have reported, possibly creating the appearance of important group differences when none exist.
An exploratory, qualitative study will expand the breadth of knowledge of relationship types and inform future theory and research.
To our knowledge, only one study has asked cohabiting and married couples open-ended questions about problems in their relationship (Cunningham, Braiker, & Kelley, 1982) . In their small sample of young, childless couples, the reported relationship problems were generally similar for the two groups. However, given that this sample was collected before the early 1980s and the rates and function of cohabitation have changed significantly since that time (Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Smock, 2000) , it is unclear whether these results would generalize to couples in current cohabiting relationships.
To address these limitations in the existing literature, we had three major aims in this study. First, we examined the types of relationship problems that cohabiting individuals report as being most problematic in their relationships in response to an open-ended question about relationship concerns. Second, we examined whether there are differences between dating, cohabiting, and married individuals in the reported frequency of various problems encountered in their relationships. Finally, we determined whether demographic (income, education, and age) and relationship factors (length of relationship, relationship satisfaction, and presence or absence of children) explained the relationship status differences in reports of broad and specific relationship problems.
Method

Participants
Participants responded to an Internet survey about their current relationship. The participants in this study were 801 married individuals (512 women and 289 men), 231 individuals in cohabiting relationships (157 women and 74 men), and 220 individuals in dating relationships (151 women and 69 men). They ranged in age from 18 to 72 years, with a mean of 35.95 years (SD ϭ 11.25). The mean relationship length was 12.18 years for married participants (SD ϭ 9.16), 3.48 years for cohabiting participants (SD ϭ 2.85), and 2.16 for dating participants (SD ϭ 2.13). Many of the married participants (60.9%) had children with their current partner (mean number of children ϭ 1.19, SD ϭ 1.19), whereas 20.3% of cohabiting participants and 11.4% of dating participants had children with their current partner (cohabiting participants, mean number of children ϭ 0.15, SD ϭ 0.44; dating participants, mean number of children ϭ 0.04, SD ϭ 0.27). Among all participants, 78.8% identified themselves as White, 6.5% as Hispanic, 5.2% as African American, 3.9% as Asian American, 1.0% as Native American, 0.8% as Middle Eastern, 1.5% as biracial, and 2.3% as other. Participants had a mean of 15.54 years of education (SD ϭ 2.90), and the median household income bracket was $60,000 -$79,999 per year. Participants completed the seven-item Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Hunsley, Best, Lefebvre, & Vito, 2001 ), on which scores below 21.5 represent relationship adjustment in the distressed range (i.e., a full Dyadic Adjustment Scale score below 98; Funk & Rogge, 2007 In addition to the participants described above, we excluded a total of 242 individuals who provided information on their top relationship problems from this study. Participants' responses were excluded if a participant was younger than 18 (n ϭ 16), not currently in a relationship (n ϭ 39), did not provide data about relationship status (n ϭ 41), did not provide data about the his or her own or partner's gender (n ϭ 21), did not provide length of relationship (n ϭ 44), or provided erroneous data (n ϭ 1).
1 Additionally, the Web site collected optional information that allowed for identification of partners in the same relationship. When both partners completed the Web site survey, only one partner's data were randomly selected for inclusion, which led to the exclusion of 415 participants. Finally, 112 individuals in homosexual relationships were excluded because we felt that the nature of cohabitation and marriage for individuals in homosexual relationships was likely different than for individuals in heterosexual relationships.
Procedure
Data collection. After providing informed consent, individuals in this study participated anonymously in a larger study taking approximately 20-30 min that examined the frequency and acceptance of various partner behaviors (Doss & Christensen, 2006) . Participants were recruited as part of national (e.g., Newsweek, New York Times Book Review, National Public Radio interview) and local (e.g., local newspaper) media coverage of a self-help book designed to improve one's relationship.
Participants in the larger study were given the option of completing an additional part of the survey, in which they typed their response to the item "In a sentence or two, please describe the area of your relationship that causes the most problems for you personally (not what your partner thinks is the biggest problem)." Only the participants who answered this question (22.5% of the participants from the larger study) were included in the current study. Participants who chose to answer the optional question, as compared with those who did not, were less likely to be married (60% vs. 66%), female (64% vs. 75%), and Caucasian (77% vs. 83%). However, when mean differences in age, relationship length, number of children, household income, education, and relationship satisfaction were examined, only the difference in relationship satisfaction met Cohen's (1988) criteria for at least a small effect, with those who answered the optional question being somewhat more satisfied with their relationships (d ϭ 0.22). There was no limit to how many problems participants could report. Overall, participants reported an average of 1.62 problems, with cohabiting individuals (M ϭ 1.59, SD ϭ 0.91) reporting similar numbers of relationship problems as dating (M ϭ 1.49, SD ϭ 0.83) and married (M ϭ 1.67, SD ϭ 0.95) individuals. However, dating participants reported significantly fewer relationship problems than did married couples, t(391.37) ϭ 2.71, p Ͻ .01, which is not surprising given that dating individuals were significantly more satisfied in their relationships.
As compensation for their participation, individuals were provided with feedback comparing their relationship acceptance to normative data; no feedback was provided on the basis of the qualitative responses analyzed in this study. For couples reporting physical abuse, the site also provided contact information for national domestic violence hotlines. All procedures in this study were approved by the University of California, Los Angeles, Institutional Review Board.
Measures
As part of a larger assessment battery, the following questionnaires were administered.
Demographics. All participants were asked for the following demographic information: age, participant's gender and partner's gender, relationship duration, number of children with current partner, ethnicity, years of education, and annual household income. Additionally, participants were asked to categorize their current relationship status as one of the following: married, living together, dating, divorced or legally separated, single, or other.
Relationship satisfaction. In the current study, global relationship satisfaction was measured with a single item from the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976) , because the other items on the scale (e.g., disagreement and sexual frequency) could potentially overlap with participants' reported relationship problem. Specifically, we used Item 31 from the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976) ; this item asks participants to describe "the degree of happiness, all things considered, of your relationship" on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (extremely unhappy) to 6 (perfect) (Spanier, 1976) . This single item of satisfaction has been found to provide high levels of information about individuals' relationship satisfaction across a broad range of relationship functioning (Funk & Rogge, 2007) .
Coding. Participants' open-ended responses were coded using a modified version of a coding system previously used to code problems reported by couples seeking marital therapy (Doss, Simpson, & Christensen, 2004) . Before final coding began for this study, we reviewed common, published, detailed quantitative measures of relationship problem and strength areas such as the Areas of Change Questionnaire (Weiss & Birchler, 1975) , the Spouse Observation Checklist (Weiss & Perry, 1979) , and the Frequency and Acceptability of Partner Behavior Inventory (Doss & Christensen, 2006) . When important areas were not represented in the existing coding system, they were added for this study. After the a priori relationship areas were added, the coding system was further refined during the initial training of coders. During this process, codes were added to capture common unanticipated statements of problems, to reduce ambiguity in codes, or both. At the same time, some codes that were infrequently seen in the written responses and were deemed theoretically less interesting were combined with other codes or dropped from the coding system.
The final coding system used in this study included 65 specific problem codes that were grouped a priori into 16 broad relationship problem codes (Table 1) . Three undergraduate coders were trained thoroughly in the coding system by Kristen Rahbar Morrison before they began coding participants' statements. Coders were unaware of the study's hypotheses and the participants' relationship status; furthermore, to minimize any bias because of gender or relationship status, all gender-based or relationship statusbased labels (i.e., he/she, husband/wife, and boyfriend/ girlfriend) were replaced with gender-neutral and statusneutral words (i.e., they or partner) before coding.
Throughout the entire coding process, whenever two coders agreed on a code for a certain problem, that code was recorded as the final code. When all three coders disagreed on how to code a certain problem, the coders and Kristen Rahbar Morrison discussed the discrepancy during a weekly coding meeting and came to a consensus about the best code for the reported problem. Reliability of the coding system was computed by examining agreement between the three coders in a random subset of 300 responses (approximately 24% of the total sample) using codes independently generated by each coder before the weekly meeting. The kappa reliability statistics for this random subset were 0.84 for the broad problem codes and 0.75 for the specific codes. These reliability statistics are in the "almost perfect" and "substantial" range, respectively (Landis & Koch, 1977) .
Results
Cohabiting Individuals' Top Relationship Problems
We conducted descriptive analyses to examine cohabiting individuals' top relationship concerns. Table 1 presents the percentage of cohabiting individuals who endorsed each of the 16 broad codes, as well as any specific codes that were endorsed by at least 5% of the cohabiting individuals. We calculated the percentage of individuals who reported childparenting difficulties on the basis of the subset of participants who had children. The top five broad relationship concerns considered most problematic by cohabiting individuals were problems in specific areas of their current relationship (reported by 29% of cohabiting individuals; e.g., "We are living in a hotel due to a temporary transfer through my job. We are unsettled and get a bit stir crazy at times"); individual problems, such as own or partners' personality or problematic habits (19.5%; e.g., "My partner is pessimistic toward the future"); general communication (15.2%; e.g, "We differ in the area of communication-on how much is enough"); arguments (15.2%; e.g., "We cannot resolve our problems. We can't even discuss them like adults"); and emotional affection or distance (13.4%; e.g., "We don't tell each other that we love each other on a regular basis"). In contrast, cohabiting individuals were least likely to report problems with abuse or violence (0.4%; e.g., "being verbally abusive when drinking"), infidelity or flirting (1.7%; e.g., "I get angry with him mostly for looking at pretty women and letting them flirt with him"), a mental health disorder in themselves or their partner (1.7%; e.g., "We both suffer from depression"), problems stemming from previous relationships (3.5%; e.g., "I'm not divorced yet"), or child or parenting difficulties (4.0%; e.g., "Not following through with disciplining the kids").
Analyses to Test for Group Differences
We conducted analyses in three steps. First, after controlling for the gender of the respondent to control for the possibility that men and women would report problems at different frequencies, we examined the 16 broad relationship problem codes to determine whether they differed by relationship type.
2 Second, any broad code that significantly differed by relationship type was split into its individual problem codes and again tested for differences by relationship type. 3 To conduct these analyses, participants' relationship types-dating, cohabiting, or married-were dummy coded with cohabiting individuals as the comparison group. We then conducted hierarchical logistic regressions to test differences in how dating, cohabiting, and married individuals differed in 2 Given this article's focus on cohabiting individuals, we report only how cohabiting individuals compare with dating or married individuals. However, in all cases except arguments, comparisons that were significant between cohabiting and married individuals were also significant when examining differences between dating and married individuals. Except for arguments, cohabiting individuals reported an intermediate frequency of problems. Full results are available from Annie C. Hsueh.
3 Given the heterogeneous nature of the specific problems under the global code of "specific areas of current relationship," we analyzed all six specific problems within this broad area separately. Note. All broad codes are presented; only the specific problems that were endorsed by at least 5% of the cohabiting individuals are reported here. a The percentages presented for child/parenting difficulties were calculated using only the subsets of participants in each relationship type who had children. Twenty-three married individuals, 1 cohabiting individual, and no dating individuals reported child/parenting difficulties.
their reported problems; gender was entered in Step 1, the dummy variables for relationship type were entered in
Step 2, and the two two-way interactions between gender and relationship type were entered in Step 3. For the child or parenting problem code, we included only those who had children in the analyses. Finally, in the third set of analyses, when the broad or specific problem codes were found to differ by relationship type, we explored whether demographic and relationship factors (other than relationship type) could explain the differences by relationship type. Specifically, gender was entered in Step 1, demographic factors (income, education, and age) were entered in Step 2, and relationship factors (relationship duration, global relationship satisfaction, and children with the current partner) were entered together in
Step 3. After accounting for these variables, relationship type (Step 4) and Gender ϫ Relationship Type interactions (Step 5) were subsequently examined to determine whether they remained significant predictors of reported problems.
Dating Versus Cohabiting
Broad problems. Comparisons of dating and cohabiting individuals' reported frequency of all 16 broad problems are presented in Table 2 . The reported frequency of various broad problems encountered in dating and cohabiting relationships were similar, with two exceptions. First, dating individuals were less than half as likely as cohabiting individuals to report problems with arguments (p Ͻ .01, odds ratio [OR] ϭ 0.35). Second, dating individuals were more than twice as likely as cohabiting individuals to report problems with relationship commitment or security (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 2.77). There were no significant Gender ϫ Relationship Type interactions.
Specific problems. Within the broad problem of arguments, dating individuals were significantly less likely than cohabiting individuals to report an inability to resolve conflicts (Table 2 ; p Ͻ .05, OR ϭ 0.07). Other specific codes under the broad argument code that did not significantly After controlling for all six relationship and demographic characteristics, 4 most of the differences between dating and cohabiting individuals remained significant. Specifically, the difference between dating and cohabiting individuals in the likelihood of reporting problems with arguments (p Ͻ .1, OR ϭ 0.30), relationship commitment and security (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 3.34), and lack of commitment (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 9.68) remained significant, whereas the likelihood of reporting problems with inability to resolve conflicts was no longer significant.
Married Versus Cohabiting
Broad problems. Comparisons of married and cohabiting individuals' reported frequency of all 16 broad problems are presented in Table 2 . Cohabiting and married individuals differed in their reported frequency of 6 of the 16 broad problems. On one hand, married individuals were much less likely than cohabiting individuals to report problems with arguments (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 0.47), relationship commitment and security (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 0.26), and problems with a previous relationship (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 0.24). On the other hand, married individuals were significantly more likely than cohabiting individuals to report problems with emotional affection and distance (p Ͻ .05, OR ϭ 1.61) and lack of physical affection or sex (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 2.40). There were no significant Gender ϫ Relationship Type interactions.
Specific problems. Married individuals were significantly less likely than cohabiting individuals to report the following problems: an inability to resolve conflicts (Table  2 ; p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 0.35), insecurity about their partner's feelings (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 0.14), being damaged or hurt by a previous relationship (p Ͻ .05, OR ϭ .10), another ex or previous relationship issue (p Ͻ .05, OR ϭ 0.23), and problems with goals for the future or values (p Ͻ .05, OR ϭ 0.46). In contrast, married individuals were significantly more likely than cohabiting individuals to report lack of emotional intimacy or affection (p Ͻ .05, OR ϭ 2.33) and frequency or quality of sexual activity (p Ͻ .01, OR ϭ 2.29).
Role of relationship and demographic factors. Demographic characteristics predicted the difference in reporting problems in lack of physical affection or sex, 2 (3, N ϭ 1130) ϭ 10.59, p Ͻ .05; frequency or quality of sexual activity, 2 (3, N ϭ 1130) ϭ 11.33, p Ͻ .05), relationship commitment or security, 2 (3, N ϭ 1130) ϭ 17.05, p Ͻ .01; insecurity about partner's feelings, 2 (3, N ϭ 1130) ϭ 11.80, p Ͻ .01; and problems with goals for future or values, 2 (3, N ϭ 1130) ϭ 9.56, p Ͻ .05. Relationship characteristics predicted the significant difference in reporting problems for all broad and specific codes other than problems with arguments, inability to resolve conflicts, and other ex or previous relationship issues.
When all six relationship and demographic characteristics were entered together into Step 2, only half of the differences in the reports of broad problems between married and cohabiting individuals remained significant. Specifically, the likelihood of reporting the broad problems of arguments (p Ͻ .05, OR ϭ 0.50) and lack of physical affection or sex (p Ͻ .05, OR ϭ 1.91) remained significant. However, the broad problems of emotional affection or distance, relationship commitment or security, and problems with previous relationships, along with all specific problems, were no longer significant.
Discussion
This study advances the understanding of cohabiting individuals' relationship concerns and how those concerns differ from those of dating and married individuals. By using participants' open-ended responses about the top area of concern in their relationship and a detailed and reliable coding system, this study permitted the examination of relationship concerns without imposing a preexisting framework on such concerns. Given the relative infancy of research exploring the nature of cohabitation, this qualitative approach was necessary to avoid omitting or overemphasizing differences. Additionally, in this study we explored demographic and relationship differences as possible explanations of group differences and determined whether group differences existed after controlling for these predictors. The results of this study suggest several avenues for future research.
Relationship Areas of Concern for Cohabiting Individuals
This study helped to illuminate the top relationship problems considered by cohabiting individuals to be the most problematic. As reviewed in the introduction, previous research on cohabitation has focused, among other areas, on levels of violence, mental health symptoms, and child difficulties. However, using qualitative reports of individuals' top relationship problems, this study suggested that cohabiting individuals only infrequently report domestic violence (0.4%), mental health problems (1.7%), or child or parenting difficulties (4.0% of individuals with children) as major problems in their relationship.
Instead, the broad relationship areas that were viewed as most problematic for cohabiting individuals were problems in specific areas of their current relationship (especially finances and stress or unmet needs), individual problems (e.g., personality or health problems), general communication, arguments, and emotional affection or distance. Thus, future studies on cohabitation may benefit from focusing on these problematic relationship areas. Additionally, given that cohabiting couples tend to seek premarital education at lower rates (Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, Markman, & Johnson, in press; Halford, O'Donnell, Lizzio, & Wilson, 2006) , it would be important for service providers to advertise those interventions as targeting relationship problems that cohabiting individuals identify frequently in their open-ended reports.
Previous research with married couples has suggested many overlaps between the top relationship problems of cohabiting couples revealed in this study. For example, previous research has demonstrated that, like cohabiting couples in this study, couples commonly argue about money (Stanley, Markman, & Whitton, 2002; Storaasli & Markman, 1990 ) and communication (Storaasli & Markman, 1990) in their first marriages. However, given that these studies used structured questionnaires and different methodologies, it was important to directly compare cohabiting individuals' reported problems with those problems reported by married and dating individuals in this study.
Comparisons of Relationship Problems With Married Individuals
Our results revealed a number of differences in the frequency of reported relationship problems between cohabiting and married individuals. Cohabiting individuals were more likely than married individuals to report problems with arguments, an inability to resolve conflicts, poor relationship commitment or security, insecurity about their partners' feelings, problems with a previous relationship, being damaged or hurt by a previous relationship, difficulties stemming from previous relationships, and disagreement about values and goals for the future. Together, these differences indicate that cohabiting relationships tend to be experienced as more volatile than marriages in that cohabiting individuals tend to argue more, find their relationships more unstable or insecure, and have more issues with past relationships and with future goals and values. However, we should note that the impact of this volatility on future relationship functioning cannot be determined from these results. Indeed, it may be that couples who experience this volatility may grow stronger as a result of these problems (e.g., Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) or are less likely to slide into marriage (e.g., Stanley, Rhoades, & Markman, 2006) .
Previous studies (Waite, 1995; Waite & Joyner, 2001 ) have found that married individuals are more likely than cohabiting individuals to report being extremely satisfied with the physical and emotional aspects of their sexual relationships. However, to our knowledge, no studies have examined differences in problematic levels of physical and emotional satisfaction with sex that were the focus of this study. It is possible that there is more variability in married individuals' sexual satisfaction than in cohabiting individuals' sexual satisfaction, leaving open the possibility that married individuals would report both more extreme satisfaction and major problems with sex than would cohabiting individuals. Indeed, these results revealed that cohabiting individuals were less likely than married individuals to report problems with emotional affection or distance and a lack of physical affection or sex. To our knowledge, these more favorable results for cohabiting relationships have not been highlighted in previous research. There are at least two potential explanations for these differences. It could be that cohabiting individuals are more likely than married individuals to attend to the emotional and physical aspects of their relationship, leading to fewer problems in these areas. Alternatively, the fewer problems with emotional and physical intimacy in cohabiting individuals may be a reflection of the differential separation rates between cohabiting and married individuals; cohabiting individuals with serious problems in the emotional or physical aspects of their relationship may be more likely to terminate their relationship and thus not be included in our data set.
Finally, several relationship problems (e.g., domestic violence, mental health problems, and child difficulties) that have been found to differ between cohabiting and married individuals were not reported at different rates in this study. This lack of significance may have resulted because individuals do not consider these issues as major problems in their relationships; however, when asked about these areas on a standardized questionnaire (as in previous research), cohabiting individuals may report higher levels of these problems than do dating or married individuals.
Comparisons With Dating Individuals
Results of this study revealed that dating and cohabiting individuals were mostly similar in their reports of relationship concerns. Indeed, the groups differed on only 2 out of 16 broad codes and 2 out of the 5 specific codes. Specifically, cohabiting individuals were more likely to report broad problems with arguments and less likely to report broad problems with relationship commitment or security. Furthermore, these differences remained significant after accounting for a variety of relationship and demographic variables. As for specific problems, after accounting for all six relationship and demographic variables, cohabiting individuals were more likely to report not being able to resolve conflicts and less likely to report problems with lack of commitment than were dating individuals. Therefore, in comparison to dating relationships, cohabiting individuals reported more difficulty resolving conflicts but also greater relationship stability.
Although increased arguments in cohabiting relationships have been documented in previous research (e.g., Brown & Booth, 1996) , to our knowledge increased levels of relationship commitment in cohabiting individuals (relative to dating individuals) has not. This finding is especially notable given that after controlling for de-mographic and relationship factors, cohabiting and married individuals did not report significantly different rates of problems with commitment. Therefore, it may be that once couples decide to either cohabit or marry, relationship problems around commitment that characterized dating relationships decrease. If supported by future research, these findings would suggest that researchers should focus on the commitment process that occurs when couples decide to cohabit, not just when cohabiting or dating couples decide to marry.
The "Cohabitation Effect": Selection or Experience?
The association between premarital cohabitation and poorer relationship outcomes has been attributed to two fundamental explanations: selection and experience (e.g., Brown & Booth, 1996; Smock, 2000; Stanley et al., 2006) . The selection explanation suggests that people who do and do not choose to cohabit before marriage differ in certain characteristics (such as income, education, age, and religiosity) and that the specific characteristics may contribute to the poorer relationship functioning observed in cohabiting couples. Indeed, research has shown that individuals who cohabit before marriage tend to be of slightly lower socioeconomic status and slightly more liberal (for a review, see Smock, 2000) . In contrast, the experience explanation suggests that the act of living together before marriage may increase risk for relationship distress. For example, researchers have hypothesized that couples who cohabit before marriage (and especially before engagement) may be more likely to marry simply because the barriers to ending the relationship increase as a result of cohabitation (e.g., shared mortgage, pets, and furniture; Stanley et al., 2006) . The selection and experience explanations are not mutually exclusive, and both have received empirical support (see Smock, 2000) .
Although in this study we investigated only a limited number of demographic variables, it was notable that the group of demographic variables (which can be attributed to a selection explanation) was a significant predictor of the frequency of two broad problems and three specific problems. However, even after controlling for these demographic characteristics, relationship characteristics significantly predicted the frequency of four broad problems and six specific problems. Unlike demographic variables, however, relationship characteristics likely represent a mixture of selection and experience effects. For example, less satisfied couples may choose to cohabit rather than get married, and the experience of cohabitation may make them even less satisfied.
Finally, even after accounting for all six relationship and demographic variables, the reported frequency of two relationship problems remained significantly different between married and cohabiting individuals. Specifically, cohabiting individuals were more likely than married individuals to report problems with arguments but were less likely to report problems with a lack of physical affection and sex. Thus, the selection variables (either demographic or relationship factors) examined in this study cannot explain the difference between married and cohabiting individuals in these areas. Therefore, these results seem to suggest that both selection and experience explanations may explain the frequency of reported relationship problems; however, given the limitation of cross-sectional studies to address this question, longitudinal research will ultimately be needed.
Limitations and Implications
In considering this study's results, it is important to acknowledge its limitations. First, the data gathered focused exclusively on participants' current relationship status and problems. Therefore, we were unable to examine whether current problems in the relationship were influenced by the participants' relationship history. For example, within married individuals, we were unable to examine whether there was a difference in reported problems between participants who did and did not cohabit before marriage. Additionally, we did not collect information on whether cohabiting individuals had plans to get married. Previous research has suggested that cohabitation before and after engagement is an important distinction, with couples who cohabit before engagement likely to slide into marriage (i.e., the inertia theory; Stanley et al., 2006) . Second, participants in this study were a convenience sample collected over the Internet who further self-selected from the larger study by taking the time to complete an optional section on the top problems in their relationship. Thus, both the convenience and the self-selection nature of this sample likely limits the study's generalizability. Indeed, in comparison to the general U.S. population, our sample was more predominantly White, was more educated, and had a higher income.
Despite these limitations, this study advances knowledge related to the relationship concerns of individuals in dating, cohabiting, and married relationships. In particular, this study documents common relationship concerns of cohabiting individuals and highlights both strengths and weaknesses of these relationships in comparison to dating and marital relationships. On the basis of the results from these open-ended responses, it may be possible to develop structured questionnaires that would be sensitive to both the most common problems in cohabiting relationships and the differences between cohabiting and other types of relationships. Additionally, such knowledge can assist in the development and refinement of relationship interventions to make them more applicable to cohabiting individuals. For example, given that cohabiting individuals report more problems with arguments but fewer problems with emotional distance or physical affection as compared with married individuals, communication skills designed to facilitate problem solving rather than emotional expression may be more appropriate for the average cohabiting couple. In addition, skills training in the areas of communication, and especially conflict resolution, may be more helpful than efforts to strengthen the couple's emotional connection,
